SMASHING THE CLOCK 
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DO VOU REALLY BELIEVE 
IN THE SYSTEM? 


How much of the day-to-day consists of mere “distraction”, of something 
which is done merely for the sake of “killing time”? The idea that you could 
adequately “kill time” presumes the example of an end-point or purpose: “I just need 
to waste this hour, and then I'll be able to go and do what I need to do.” Or, better 
yet, “I just need to do this activity, this hobby, this task, and then the evening will 
be over, I can go to bed and wake up tomorrow to start anew.” Something to that 
effect is, perhaps unsurprisingly, all too common. How many of us “kill time” in 
traffic by nosing around at what the stranger in the car beside us is doing? Look at 
him, picking his nose — I’ve never done that and I wouldn’t be seen dead doing that. 
What about the girl on the other side, singing and dancing alone in her car? How 
embarrassing. I’ve never done that and I wouldn’t be seen dead doing that. Social 


anxiety is afraid of these people. 


Except all of these things have been done. At some point, at least. By me, 
not by anyone else. Just in the privacy of home, not in public. The difference is in 
the dynamic: I “kill time” by watching others “kill time” in traffic. It’s a squaring of 


time-killing concepts. What a waste of time! 


What does it actually mean to “waste” time anyway? Is time a definite, 
decided, temporary receptacle or something? Of course not. All the science tells us 
that time is infinite. Kant tells us that time is part of the synthetic a-priori, that it 
is quite literally a faculty built-into our sense of cognition, the way we digest the 
world around ourselves. It has a quality above and beyond anything tangible or 
expendable. So how might one “waste” time? How does one “waste” the infinite? 
Quite an impressive feat. The instrumental man, the pinnacle of modern wisdom, 
tells us that time is wasted when used unproductively. He keeps death before him 
at all doors — “I need to be productive, to do something worthwhile, just in case I die 
tonight!” Paranoia at the very least, but Heidegger would be proud. “Time is 
money” as the casual Americanism goes. Usually, this is accompanied by the 


predictably anally-retentive trait of viewing productivity as 1. something carried out 


under orders of the other and 2. something which, for all intents and purposes, 
creates some kind of monetary value. Simply put, these people hunger for new 
masters and new surrogates. In Freud’s world, these are the people who developed 
a phobia of the arsehole too quickly, too soon. The anti-economy of productivity 
which does not find itself encased within these two molds is shunned by our 
pinnacle of reason, even if he will then turn to say that humanity and its inherent 
reason is the triumph of nature (or some other shit) — but not when it’s reason 
applied uneconomically. In fact, our enlightened being might go so far as to say that 
economic use of time is a predicate of reasonable behaviour, and it is thoroughly 


unreasonable to separate the two. 


Disgusting, really — the idea that one’s value as a person is correlated to one’s 
financial productivity. Of course the “hustle grindset” crowd would strongly 
disagree, but these are the same people who get soaked for however many Pounds 
trying to learn the tricks of dropshipping because some token account on Instagram 
told them to buy the information package. If its not that, it’s the 
basement-dwelling crypto trading — because crypto is the new rebellion or 
something. Maybe I’ve dropped back a few years writing that, maybe I haven't. 
The point is: there’s little worth in a “rebellion” which changes nothing except the 
icon or the stamp on the currency. What’s forgotten here is that, while it may have 
escaped the beloved tax-man’s notice for the time being, that clock is ticking — and 
fast. The system reproduces itself anew by defining the boundaries of 
permissibility, and stays on top of new growth by shifting its parameters ever so 
slightly to force a compromise — “You can keep your crypto, but you'll be taxed 
lightly on trading or buying with it.” Little by little, the battle’s lost, let alone the 


war. 


The cycle of capture, feed, kill, repeat is endless. So too are the attempts to 


go outside of this cycle. 


As before, these attempts are inevitably turned into mere tropes, mere 
simulations to contain any potential rebellion. Peep the guy wearing the Che 
Guevara t-shirt — I bet he’d shit himself if foco broke out in his neighbourhood. 
Peak capitalism is not just the selling of merchandise with a communist’s face on, 
but also reducing the face to an image emptied of all meaning besides the sales 
value and perhaps the smug, ironic grin of the wearer. The capitalist rubs his 
greasy hands and chuckles as his little “fuck you” to Cuba seems to have gone 
somewhere for now. Looking good doesn’t look good if the cost of looking good is 
both ironically and unironically oiling the cogs and waxing the ego of the world’s 
most benevolent (take this with a pinch of salt!) war machine. At what point are 
the stunted frames of embargo victims worth £9.99 for a t-shirt printed with a face 
crying “revolution!” and a wearer crying “this means nothing to me”? Levinas via 
Buber will tell us that the face is the first-order means of the ethical life and ethical 
community, but what of the image of the face, the lifeless corpse of a 
once-threatening potency reduced to ashes and sweared on the condemned body of 
the heathen? Can we pretend that this clear inversion of the ethical community has 
no meaning and no impact on how we perceive the world, even at a subconscious or 


unconscious level? 


All for what, by the way? Even if worn sincerely, the funds have still entered 
the dividends packet of those with a keen interest in ensuring that the little box 
doesn’t break. Lenin had the foresight to point out at the beginning of the 20th 
century that imperialism was not gunpowder but capital in the form of notes. You 
think a little signal, purchased with those same paper notes, is going to do anything 
except lube up the egos of the biggest swinging dicks in global imperialism? You 
cannot consume your way out of being defined and subjectified according 
to consumptive behaviours. Much the same problem can be observed, sadly, 


within the environmentalism movement. 


(5 TO SELL US STUFF WE DON'T NEED _ 


F: 


Between the layers of meaninglessness and corporate-washed bullshit on TV, 
we come back to the same simple question: What does it actually mean to “kill time” 
or to partake of a “distraction” such as a hobby? What does it even mean to “have” a 
hobby? The way in which we sell ourselves, show ourselves or distract ourselves is 
in heavily preformed discourses — conversations of which we are not, for the most 
part, a part. In fact, are we even considered at all besides as a potential source of 
revenue? Deleuze and Guattari’s delightful text Anti-Oedipus amplifies the place of 
infinite debt in today’s world. In other words, you are born into systems, webs and 
networks of indebtedness that you will never pay back, purely because it is forever 
mobilising/mobilised against you. We are a long way from the original contrivance 
of debt as a means of community-building a la Mauss. “I owe you X because you did 
Y for me” becomes “I owe X to Y for the sake of Z to pay off A, who in turn owes B” 
ad nauseam. But that isn’t all: that which you believe to be yours, which an ego 
may assimilate as some kind of ownership, is not, in fact, the ego’s, much less is it 
materially, bodily and tangibly yours. Levering from Marx’s observation (for all his 
sins in the eyes of the beneficent rulers) that the more the worker expends, the 
further alienated the worker becomes by virtue of increasing the structure of 
alienated objects over and above themselves, the point is that the structure has 
swollen so large that it circulates in repurposed things already emptied of their 
meaning and worth in human terms. Marxists of the 20th century have been 
grappling perpetually with the nature or essence of this circulative structure, but 
none perhaps more summative and on the head than Debord’s proclamation that it 


is all one giant Spectacle. 


So, go ahead — go and watch that new Marvel edition #6742, which you know 
will be recycling the same storyline, the same tropes, the same (dull) humour for the 


nth time in a row. Anything to drive sales, right? 


Whatever the case, boredom is perhaps the most lucrative sub-industry ever 


known in the history of the anthropocene. It is that soil from which springs the 


profit margins of the most empty, dry and useless industries, watered as it is by the 
extractive body of divided wage labour. But the fear of boredom is stronger: “I 
would rather submit myself to the culture industry’s output than find myself with 
nothing to do.” Although, what’s often left out of the picture is that, to get to this 
point in the first place, a system of mass containment is necessary. For us to even 
require the passivity of “killing time”, the first step is containment. This to say, to 
find ourselves bored presumes a body and a conscience stripped of its active potency, 
quite literally boxed in. Like termites. Manufactured consent begs the question of 
manufactured boredom (Chomsky has never identified this — I need to be careful 


with my edge now). 


Situations which require distraction, fertile soil for “killing time”, may vary. 
Some are more temporary, such as the stuck in traffic scenario, while others are 
lengthier, such as an entire life spent in the extractive confines of an 
over-developed, over-articulated, over-controlled and suffocating way of life, where 
the majority of one’s hours are dictated and lived on someone else’s terms (this 
means your boss). Foucault was right to identify the way in which the prison 
system bled its template into the wider order of things, and further to point out that 
this structure creates a double network of expectations on the one hand and 
behaviours on the other. The way in which you, reader (assuming you're still here 
at this point), are constructed goes well beyond the simple stages of your own 


“perspective” or “opinion”. 


I do not mean to Robinson Crusoe the shit out of you. Nobody is an island 
and that predicate used by whitecoat economists is wilful bollocks at the best of 
times. Nor do I mean to condemn, in some elitist fashion, the morsels of enjoyment 
which do remain open to us as beings (meaning consumers). What I mean to do is 
highlight the result: the lonely, isolated being, cowered in anxious tics and tears, 
apologising profusely for allowing the very real, very lived struggles to mount, 


condemning itself as “embarrassed” for daring to ask, to cry for help. It seems that 


all the while the structural web is thickening, and those infinite debts are 
entangling, the core of what it means to be a community, to have a community, 
even, are dissolving rapidly. To a point where, at the end of a life, loneliness 
becomes a chronic and endemic symptom, where cries for help are met with being 


fobbed on a bottle of pills. 


We were born onto a planet which produces food naturally — good, nutritious 
food. How the fuck did we mess up so badly that the option to finance a pizza 
became a feasible thing to do? No, more: how the fuck did we mess up so badly 
that microplastics seep into the very testicles and placentas of living, 
breathing humans? How is it that the lonely, anxious isolate had to give up the 
morsel of meaning found in painting classes because they ran out of money? How is 
it that we are so far removed from the truth of a tangible community, and 
conversely contained so much in suffocation, that even those morsels of meaning 
become mere “distractions”, mere “killing time”, mere “hobbies”, rather than 
intricate, participatory contributions to the rich tapestry that life can offer? Once 


more, how did all that happen? 


It would be absurd of me to estimate the volumes which have been written on 
this very matter — how did we end up like this? — and so I’m not even going to 
attempt it. Nor am I going to be pretentious enough to attempt to write my own. 
However, one thing becomes increasingly clear: that clock, on whose terms an entire 
life may be suspended for the sake of a boss, on whose terms, at the end of it, may 
transform into the miserable psychology of “distraction”, of “killing time”, the 
product of an anterior boredom, again the product of an anterior enclosure and 
entrapment, empowered by the bitter loneliness and isolation plaguing whatever 
threads of community are left (in fact, plaguing the very lack of community found 


everywhere) — that clock needs to be smashed. Somehow. 


Taking a draw on a cigarette and a sip of coffee, suddenly I realise that, 
outside of my fantasy land, to get to the clock means getting through layers upon 
layers, mutating at a rate of knots, of system. Ironically, even if smashing the clock 
is the end-goal, the current trajectory seems to be one of “killing time”. Difficult as 
it may be, even the most revolutionary ventures are defined according to the 


general pathos. 


Yet one step forward resides in a simple reality: collective effort gets the 
goods. Avoiding the same path as currently plaguing the threads of an inverted 
community means insisting that the cause, as well as the cure, is inherently social. 
Not over-social — that is, perhaps perversely, part of the issue today, as things have 
become too over-articulated. However, true community means, ultimately, 
recognising that a simple “change of mindset” is radically insufficient in the face of 
the greatest systemic ills. Co-operation, not isolation, holds the cure. If the ethical 
community begins with the face, as Levinas tells us, then, to avoid it ending at the 
arsehole (see above for the pathology of arsehole phobia) and all that such entails, it 
must remain in the space of shared meaning, participation, refusal of abstraction, 
counter-alienation — you name it. This very much includes the treatment of “mental 
illness” — that it cannot, in fact, be merely an individual problem, particularly when 
“individual” only means something when defined within and against “community”. 
When that community evaporates, so too does the meaningful individual, and what 


is left is the abstract husk of isolated, lonely, defeated beings. 


Failing this means that we won’t even begin to snap a hand, let alone smash 


the clock. 


ENDNOTE 


I am unable to credit the original authors of the cartoons used in this piece, 
as they seem to be composed by and circulated within various online Anarchist and 
Marxist circles. The name “bpleasies” has popped up once or twice, though I am 


unaware of exactly how much they are responsible for illustrating. 


Also, I hope that any informalities used within this text haven’t detracted 
from the principle and point of it being written, that is, to identify the fact that 
there are things profoundly wrong not just socially or individually (this simple 
dichotomy is far too reductionist to actually hold any value anyway) but 


systemically and structurally. 


One final thing: I am aware that I have not used footnotes or references 
throughout this text. This is because I do not believe that I have cited any authors 
or texts at sufficient length or specificity to warrant citation. Much of what I have 
included can be ascertained at a very general and basic level, although I would, if 
you are interested, recommend digging deeper into the following: Marx, Lenin, 
Levinas, Buber, Deleuze and Guattari, Kant, Lévi-Strauss, Mauss, Freud and 
Foucault. My own studies are ongoing and so this list of recommendations is likely 


to shift somewhat moving forward. 
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